,40             THE EXPEDITION TO  THE EAST    CH. XXVIIL
would enjoy their support, and they had backed their promise by the presence of their fleets in the Bosphorus. Even if a reconciliation had been possible after so warlike a demonstration, the meaning which Lord Clarendon naturally put upon the action at Sinope excluded the smallest hope of peace. Whether that affair was a designed challenge to the maritime Powers or not, their subsequent action in taking the command of the Euxine and threatening to drive all Russian vessels back into port constituted something nearly resembling a declaration of war. It was obvious to everybody that Russia had no alternative but either to accept the terms of the Four Powers, or to break off diplomatic relations and wage war, at least with the two Western nations.
The fleets went forth into the Black Sea in the first week of January: but three months wore on before the declaration of war issued from the Queen in Council on 28 March. The interval was filled with abortive correspondence between the several Courts, with which Lord Stratford had nothing to do. He rested on his final scheme of pacification, accepted by Turkey and the Four Powers, and from a seat of perfect equity, and even of the maximum of concession, watched the progress of events as Europe gradually roused herself to action. Diplomacy had done its utmost; the last possible effort had been made for peace, and all that remained was to wait and watch. The Great Elchi was in the position of the man who has wound up and regulated the clock, and now stands re-garding the hands and listening to hear if it will strike the right hour. To all Europe he was the centre of the situation. Whether they blamed his policy or applauded it, there were not two opinions as to his influence. The late Speaker, Mr. Denison, afterwards Lord Ossington, only recorded the feeling of all the world when he wrote to Lady Stratford : " Probably in the history of diplomacy, such great events never hinged on one man as have lately hinged on Lord Stratford. If Turkey is called back to life, and set upon her legs, it will be mainly his doing, and if all the Great Powers are bound together in a confederacy to check the career of Russia, he will have had a chief part in weaving the band which ties them together. This will be a great work to have done, and will